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How Disciples Treat Each Other” Matt. 18:15-17; Col. 3:12-15    9/30/12 

 I see a lot of sad things as a pastor- divorces, addictions, loss of 

employment, and funerals.  But one of the saddest things that I see are 

divisions in the church.  I’ve seen people leave churches over 

denominational decisions, because they don’t like the pastor or certain 

elders, because someone said something hurtful to them, because of a 

change of paint color in sanctuary, a change in hymnal, or a change in 

worship style.  In one church I know, the entire Session and the pastor 

resigned en masse.  Wait a minute- that was our church!  Really- it 

happened in 1859, but no one can remember why!  There are certainly real 

differences over many issues in the church, but does it have to be 

accompanied by bitterness, anger, or the refusal to speak to someone?  

Must it end with someone breaking Christian fellowship? 

Last week we noted that the primary mission of the church is to make 

disciples.  This week we’ll talk about how we disciples should treat one 

another even when we disagree.  Now conflict among disciples is nothing 

new.  Jesus’ disciples had conflicts while he was still with them!  

Remember the time that James and John came to Jesus and asked him for 

a privileged place in his coming kingdom?  Jesus declined their request, 

but when the other 10 disciples heard about it they were angry and Jesus 

had to give them a little pep talk about humility and the priority of serving 

one another in the Kingdom of God! 
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 Later, we find divisions in the early church in Acts 6, because some 

folks felt they were being neglected in the distribution of food to the poor. 

And in Acts 15 there was a major dispute over a theological matter.  Paul 

and Barnabas, a powerful mission team, split up because they couldn’t 

agree on who should accompany them on their next missionary journey.  In 

his letter to the Philippians, Paul publicly calls out two women because they 

weren’t getting along.  He also called Peter a hypocrite in his letter to the 

Galatians.  And the church at Corinth was almost hopelessly divided.  

Listen to how Paul describes it in I Cor. 1. 

10Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among 

you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose. 11For 

it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among 

you, my brothers and sisters. 12What I mean is that each of you says, “I 

belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I 

belong to Christ.” 13Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? 

Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? (I Cor. 1:10-13)   

 Dealing with those divisions is a major theme of the letter.   

You get the point.  Conflict among disciples of Jesus goes back a long way.  

Today we have hundreds of Christian denominations which were almost 

always founded because of conflicts.  Did you know we have around 20 

Presbyterian denominations in this country? 
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 We haven’t lived up to our calling as the one Body of Christ, have 

we?  Listen to what Paul says our relationships with one another should be 

like: 

12As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with 

compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience. 13Bear with one 

another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive each other; 

just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. 14Above all, 

clothe yourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect 

harmony. 15And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed 

you were called in the one body. And be thankful. (Col. 3:12-15) 

 In order to maintain harmony in the church, Paul calls disciples to 

“clothe themselves” with certain virtues.  These virtues form the foundation 

for our relationships with one another.  For example, compassion gives us 

empathy for the plight of others and encourages us to bear their burdens.  

Kindness looks for ways to be helpful and to make someone else’s life a 

little better or their hardships a little easier to bear.  Humility recognizes that 

other people and their needs and ideas and preferences are just as 

important as mine are.  In a Peanuts comic strip, Linus is talking to Charlie 

Brown.  “I’ve just come up with a great title for a book of theology,” Linus 

says.  “What is it?” asks Charlie Brown.  Linus replies, “Has It Ever 

Occurred to You That You Might Be Wrong?”  Humility recognizes our own 

limitations and the possibility that we could be wrong!  Disciples also clothe 
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themselves with meekness, which can be translated as gentleness, a 

virtue that seeks to treat others in ways that are not harmful to them.  

Patience also acknowledges that the needs of others are as important as 

my own.  If our hearts were filled with compassion, kindness, humility, 

meekness, and patience, what a difference it would make in our 

relationships! 

 Paul then goes on to give some practical ways to demonstrate these 

virtues.  He says to bear with one another.  That means to tolerate one 

another or put up with each other!  Certain people are going to rub us the 

wrong way or their opinions may be very different from ours.  In those 

cases, Paul in essence tells us to “get over it!”  Learn to live with 

differences and minor irritations.  Bear with one another. 

 Then he tells us to forgive one another.  There will be times when a 

fellow disciple will say or do something which hurts us,  intentionally or not.  

Paul tells us to learn to forgive one another in those situations.  To choose 

to let the offense go.  The instruction here is clear.  Learn to let go of 

wrongs that have been done to you, like Jesus did! 

 Finally, he says we should clothe ourselves with love.  He uses the 

Greek word “agape” here, the same word used for God’s love for us!  It is a 

love which always acts in the best interest of the other person.  Paul notes 

that it leads to harmony among disciples of Jesus, who make up the 

church. 
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 When the early church treated each other in the way Paul describes 

here, it was irresistible to those around it, and many came to faith in Jesus, 

wanting to be part of their community.  Perhaps one of our best strategies 

for evangelism today is to be sure that we’re treating each other in the very 

best way possible!  Others can sense that and it becomes a powerful draw 

to those outside the church.  It can help them to trust us. 

 Although Paul tells us what relationships in the church ought to look 

like, he doesn’t tell us exactly how to make that happen.  For example, 

what do we do when someone does something that offends us or hurts us 

or makes us angry?  For that, we turn to Jesus in the gospel of Matthew.  

15“If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the 

fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have 

regained that one. 16But if you are not listened to, take one or two others 

along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of 

two or three witnesses. 17If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to 

the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such 

a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. (Matt. 18:15-17) 

 When I shared this passage with our staff this past week, several 

noted how harsh it sounds.  Are we really supposed to involve the whole 

congregation in a personal matter?  Are we really supposed to shun those 

who refuse to repent?  Those are good questions, but if you’ll hold on to 

them for a minute, I’d like to go through the passage step-by-step. 
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 It turns out that Jesus’ advice about how to deal with conflicts was 

pretty commonly known in his time for it is rooted in Old Testament 

teaching.  The first step is to go to the person alone and seek 

reconciliation.  Often, this is all that is required.  The person may not even 

have known the pain they caused you, and a simple meeting can often put 

an end to the rupture in the relationship.  And that is the goal here- 

reconciliation.  That’s what Jesus meant when he said “If the member 

listens to you, you have regained that one.” 

 Unfortunately, many of us choose not to take this first step toward 

reconciliation.  Instead we often do one of two things.  We may hold onto 

the hurt and let it grow and fester, in essence shunning the person who hurt 

us until our hurt may later spill out in a cascade of wrath and bitterness.  

Or, more commonly, we tell someone else about how this person has done 

us wrong, slandering them with our gossip, or at least planting negative 

seeds about that person in the hearts of others.  We might even send out 

an email with our displeasure, which, of course, can be forwarded to 

others, leading to further fractures in Christ’s body.  Neither of these 

choices, holding it in or telling others, is able to lead to reconciliation, so the 

relationship remains ruptured. 

 Jim Cymbala, pastor of Brooklyn Tabernacle Church tells the story of 

how when he was introducing new members to his church one Sunday, he 

felt the Spirit prompting him to say this, “I charge you that if you ever hear 
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another member speak an unkind word of criticism or slander against 

anyone- myself, an usher, a choir member, or anyone else- that you stop 

that person in mid-sentence and say, “Excuse me- who hurt you?  Who 

ignored you? Who slighted you?  Was it the Pastor?  Let’s go to his office 

right now.  He’ll apologize to you, and then we’ll pray together so God can 

restore peace to his body.  But we won’t let you talk critically about people 

who aren’t present to defend themselves.  I’m serious about this.  I want to 

help resolve this kind of thing immediately.  And know this:  If you are ever 

the one doing the loose talking, we’ll confront you.”  Wow!  I’m guessing 

some of those new members were questioning whether this was the church 

they really wanted to join!  That Pastor now says something similar to every 

group of new members.  And I think it is a reasonable expectation for 

disciples of Jesus Christ.  We deal with conflict one-to-one, not by drawing 

in other people. 

 Jesus felt it was so important to promote reconciliation in the church, 

that he commands us to go to extremes to bring it about!  If you are a 

person who usually chooses to share your relationship frustration with 

others, keep in mind that what you’re really saying is “I would rather have 

this disease of broken relationships in the Body of Christ, than deal with 

things the way Jesus says to.”  But why would anybody rather hang on to 

their hurt and tell others about it rather than be reconciled?  Could it be that 

they gain a feeling of superiority by being the one who was wronged?  I 
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don’t know.  But we should each try and figure it out, because disciples 

don’t treat each other with gossip or slander.  We seek reconciliation with 

one another. 

 We’ve all heard the old adage, “If you can’t say something nice about 

someone, don’t say anything at all.”  Last year Lauren Frey Daisley tried to 

follow that advice for one month.  She swore off “snark” for a month- a word 

combining “snide” and “remark.”  She said it started when she visited an 

aunt who was battling breast cancer.  After the visit she reflected on the 

fact that in the 30 years she has known her aunt, she has never heard her 

say anything unkind!  Not once.  That convicted her of her own tendency to 

speak unkindly. 

 She discovered that it was not easy to change her habitual speech 

patterns!  She said, “It’s so much cooler to be more sarcastic… It says, ‘I 

am so above this scene- above other people, even.’”  But after a month of 

working on it she saw changes.  She discovered that kindness in speech 

doesn’t mean repression, or a lack of humor.  It does require discipline and 

real engagement with others. 

 Disciples are to treat each other with tolerance and forgiveness.  

They are to do the inner work necessary to cultivate the virtues of humility, 

compassion, kindness, gentleness, and love.  When a conflict arises, 

disciples gently confront one another in an effort to resolve the issue, 

openly drawing in others if necessary to facilitate reconciliation. 
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 Do you treat your brothers and sisters in Christ like this?  If not, 

maybe you could try a 30-day experiment like Lauren Daisley did, in which 

you commit to speaking ill of no one.  Let’s all do our part so that this 

congregation can be a shining example of how disciples treat one another. 


